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ABSTRACT

On 27 January 1986 a group of decision-makers

representing the public and private sectors of leadership in

our national space exploration program evaluated the risk

associated with known discrepancies in solid rocket motor

seals. The risk assessment that was made led the group to

agree that the discrepancies were within an acceptable margin

of safety and authorized the launch of the Space Shuttle

"Chal lenger".

Two phenomena which describe flawed decision-making

processes, groupthink and the Abilene Paradox, provide a

framework for a study of the agreements which culminated in

the launch of "Challenger". Analysis of the pitfalls of the

decision-making process reveals various phenomena. One of

them is known as groupthink or, e.g., a mode of thinking

that people engage in when they are deeply involved in

cohesive in-groups. They exhibit the desire... for unanimity

whi,-h overrides their motivation to realistically appraise

alternative courses of action. Another pitfall in the

decision-making process is described in the Abilene Paradox.

it is described as a phenomenon which occurs when

decision-making groups take actions in contradiction to

available information when dealing with problems. The

mi sinnigemont of agreement is central to the issue of

understanding dysfunctional organizational behavior. " ,
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND, PURPOSE, AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Orientation The decision-making process of small executive

groups is frequently flawed and therefore prone to produce

Less than optimal results. The phenomena known as

qroupthink, describ-)d by Irving L. Janis, and the Abilene

Paradox, described by Jerry B. Harvey, provide the framework

for this research. These two phenomena outline the dilemma

that has beset many small but influential decision-making

bodies with catastrophic results, e.g., the loss of the Space

Shuttle "Challenger." Review of the phenomena and supporting

documentation indicates that lessons learned from these

studies can be adapted and employed by similar

decision-making groups.

How do the phenomena groupthink and the Abilen3 Paradox

influence the process of decision-making in small groups? In

order to answer the basic research question, the dynamics of

groupthink, the dynamics of the Abilene Paradox, and their

cumulative effects on small group decision-making will be

presented.

The purpose of this study is to research the effects that

the Abilene Paradox has on small group decision-making in

order to reveal symptoms of defective decision-making.

Preventive actions to deter the phenomena of the Abilene



Paradox and techniques to cope with the dii. mma of mismanagjed

agreement will also be presented.

In 1972, Irving L. Janis published Victims of Groupthink,

an analysis of decision-making fiascoes in foreign policy.

Included are decisions by Admiral Kimmel's advisory group

that was involved with the failIre to improve defenses at

Pearl Harbor prior to 7 December 1941, Kennedy's advisory

group that supported the Bay of Pigs invasion, the Truman

advisory group that concluded that North Korea could ht

invaded without involving China in the Korean War, and the

Johnson "Tuesday Lunch Group" that supported escalatinj

bombing of North Vietnam as a means of getting the United

States out of the Vietnam War. (25:i-vi) A 1982 revision of

Groupthink further develops the thesis and details the Nixon

advisory group and its decision to cover up the Watergate

breakin. (23:vii-x)

Janis defines groupthink as "a mode of thinking that

people engage in when they are deeply involved in a cohesiv-,

in-group. Their desire...for unanimity overrides th-eir

motivation to realistically appraise alternative courses of

action." (23:9) Groupthink, a destructive variable in the

group decision-making process, has symptoms which can be

identified by three main types: L. overostimations of the

group--its power and morality, 2. close mindedness, and 3.

pressure toward uniformity.
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These types will be further defined to present a basis for

Harvey's Abilene Paradox. (23:174-175)

Harvey defines the Abilene Paradox as a phenomenon which

occurs when decision-making groups take actions in

contradiction to the information they have when dealing with

problems, thus compounding rather than solving them. He

argues that the mismanagement of agreement, not the inability

to manage conflict, is the "single most pressing issue of

modern organizations." (17:67) The Abilene Paradox is most

liable to emerge in strong, hierarchical organizations.

While many organizations, -specially those in high

technological research and development, must address the

management of conflict due to "excessive" communication among

factions, the military represents an institution where

obedience is paramount and dissent is often viewed as

disloyal. In such cases, the route to Abilene is wide,

direct, and downhill. (51:3)

Five psychological concepts used to explain the Abilene

Paradox are action anxiety, negative fantasies, real risk,

s.-epdration anxiety, and the psychological reversal of risk

and certainty. (17:70) The ultimate result is a

mismanagement of agreement within the group, rendering defeat

for stated goals and compounding problems in lieu of

developing solutions. Harvey offers a diagnostic survey for

detecting the onset of the Abilene Paradox, along with

strategies for confrontation and communication to alleviate
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counterproductive decision-making. Timely identification of

the symptoms of defective decision-making would permit

constructive intervention and allow for more effective

management of agreement.

ORGANIZATION OF STUDY

Chapter Two reviews related literature, and the author

describes the dynamics of groupthink as a foundation for the

Abilene Paradox. The dynamics of the Abilene Paradox is

presented as a case study of the decision-making techniques

which led to the ill-fated launch of the United States Space

Shuttle "Challenger".

Chapter Three employs a case study to demonstrate -in

application of the Abilene Paradox. This cose study of the

decision-making process that evolved durinj the prelaunch

phase of the United States Space Shuttle "Challenger" wil

present a vivid example of the Abilene Paradox.

Chapter Four contains the findings of the author's

literary research and case study. These findinjs

substantiate the thesis that the dilemma pres;ented by th,

Abilene Paradox can be identified and dealt with effectively.

Chapter Five summarizes the symptoms of mismanajed

agreement and recommends pLeventive meajsures that Ire

available to members and leaders of decision-making bodies.

The author presents alternatives to counterproductive

decision-making.
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Chapter Six presents a summary of the original problem,

i.e., adverse influences on small group decision-making. In

conclusion, a brief restatement of findings and

recommendations for further study is provided.
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CHAPTER If

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

GROUPTHINK

Irving L. Janis' Victims of Groupthink, an analysis of

decision-making fiascoes in foreign policy, defines

"groupthink" as a psychological drive for consensus at any

cost. It is a drive which suppresses dissent and appraisal

of alternatives in cohesive decision-making groups. His

theory is based on the assumption that "the chances for

successful outcomes resulting from decisions reached by poor

decision-making procedures are very low." (39:431) Janis'

conclusions are based on an historical analysis of the

decision-making activities of governmental policy-making

groups that produced either major calamities or remarkable

accomplishments. His conclusions represent a major departure

from conventional concepts of performance that are expected

of highly cohesive groups. (39:430)

The case studies that Janis provides include the fateful

decisions of the advisory group that led Admiral Kimmel to

the decision that increased conditions of readiness

immediately prior to the infamous surprise ittack on Pearl

Harbor on 7 December 1941 were not warranted; the

inner-workings of the Presidential advisory group that

supported President Kennedy's decision to proceed with the

ill-fated Bay of Pigs Invasion; the Trurnan advisory group
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that perceived that North Korea could be invaded without risk

of the Chinese being drawn into the Korean War; and the

"Tuesday Lunch Group" that advised President Johnson that the

increased bombing of North Vietnam would break the ties that

bound the United States to the Vietnam Conflict. Studies of

the development of the Marshall Plan and the handling of the

Cuban missile crisis are presented as examples of effective

group decision-making. Groupthink, published in 1982, further

details the events that affected the Nixon advisory group

which ultimately designed and executed the cover-up of the

Watergate break-in. (23:viii; 25:iv)

One common characteristic of all of these groups was their

vulnerability to groupthink. Janis defines groupthink as "a

mode of thinking that people engage in when they are deeply

involved in a cohesive in-group. Their desire...for

unanimity overrides their motivation to realistically

appraise alternative courses of action." (23:9)

The occurrence of groupthink is dependent on
situational factors and structural features of the
group. The primary condition necessary for groupthink
is a highly cohesive group. Secondary conditions
conducive to groupthink are the insulation of the group
from outsiders (often for security reasons) and the
presence of an active leader promoting his or her own
preferred solution. (39:432)

In addition to high levels of cohesiveness in a group, Janis

claims that when the leader of such a group promotes his or

her own preferred solution, "the greater are the chances of a
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consensus based on groupthink, even when the leader does not

want the members to be yes-men .... "(25:197)

Groupthink has eight main symptoms and one or more of

these is usually present when a group makes a faulty

decision. The eight main symptoms within their

classification types are grouped as follows:

TYPE I: Overestimation of the Group

...the members of the group believe that their group is
"special"...that they have the magic touch that makes them
invulnerable--whatever they do, whether very risky or very
conservative, will succeed. (26:190)

1. An illusion of invulnerability. When shared by
most or all of the group members, it creates excessive
optimism and encourages risk-taking. At times of
threat the fear of failure is salient, and members are
likely to take a "why worry" attitude.
2. Belief in the inherent morality of the_ grgou. As a
result of this belief, the group members are prone to
ignore the ethical and moral consequences of their
decisions. Members feel that any means they choose to
solve their problem is just. This shared assumption
helps the members avoid any feelings of shame or guilt
that might violate their personal ethical codes.

TYPE II: Close Mindedness

...shared rationalizations are frequently used to dismiss
warning signs of the dangers...they take the form of
stereotyped views of the opponents as too weak or too stupid
to be a strong threat. (26:191)

3. Collective rationalization. This is done in order
to discount warnings that might lead the members of the
group to reconsider their assumptions before they make
a decision.
4. Negative stereotypes of out-groups. Any competing
or out-groups are viewed as too stupid or too evil to
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warrant genuine attempts to negotiate with these
groups. Stereotypes that picture these out-groups as
evil are used to enhance the moral righteousness as
well as pride in the mission of the group; stereotypes
that picture out-groups as weak are employed to
alleviate all fears of being defeated.

TYPE III: Pressures Toward Uniformity

...self-imposed censorship within the group to ward off
challenges to the assumption and beliefs supporting the first
two symptoms. (26:191)

5. Direct pressures on dissenting members to conform.
Any member who expresses arguments against the group's
consensus is made aware that such dissent is contrary
to what is expected of all group members.
6. Self-censorship. Group members censor themselves
from deviations in the group's consensus, reflecting
each member's inclination to minimize to himself the
importance of his doubts and counterarguments.
7. Illusion of unaniminity. Unaniminity is seen as an
illusion because group members are under the false
assumption that silence implies consent. This reliance
on consensual validation tends to replace individual
critical thinking and reality-testing, unless there are
clear-cut disagreements among the members.
8. Self-appointed mindguards. These are members who
protect the group from any contrary information that
might alter a member's belief about the effectiveness
and morality of the group's decisions. This often
takes the form of urging the dissident member to
remain silent if he cannot match his own beliefs with
those of the rest of the group. (23:174-175; 38:14-16)

Similarly, most of the symptoms of groupthink will be

accompanied by symptoms of defective decision-making. They

include:

I. failure tu examine any alternative courses of
action.

2. an incomplete survey of objectives.

3. a failure to examine the risks of possible choices.
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4. a failure to reappraise initially rejected
alternatives.

5. poor information search; the group does not seek

out additional information that might yield a revision
of its decision.

6. a selective bias in processing information.

7. failure to work out contingency plans in case the
original solution fails. (23:175; 38:16)

Janis' groupthink hypothesis is predicated on the idea

that groupthink can only occur in highly cohesive groups.

Additional antecedent conditions that make groupthink more

likely to occur include insulation of the group, a lack of

impartial leadership, and the absence of norms requiring

methodical procedures for dealing with the decision-making

process. (23:176) The working idea is that groupthink will

probably not occur, even in highly cohesive groups, unless

one or more of the antecedent conditions exist.

Conversely, two effective decision-making groups exhibit

unique indicators that are seen as being correctives to

groupthink. These groups include the Executive Committee of

the National Security Council (NSC) during the Cuban Missile

Crisis, and the Kennan Policy Planning Staff who devised the

Marshal Plan to reconstruct Europe after World War II. Janis

describes the correctives to groupthink that were employed by

the NSC and Kennai's group. These corrective actions are

valid today.
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They include:

1. The designation of each member as a critical evaluitor.

2. The assurance of the leader that impartiality is

desired instead of initially stating preferences and

expectations.

3. The establishment of an independent policy-planning and

valuation working group with separate leaders.

4. The establishment of two or more decision-making groups

with separate leaders.

5. The solicitation of insights from outside of the group

to guard against complacency.

6. The invitation of qualified experts outside the group

to challenge any sense of complacency regarding risky

decisions.

7. The assignment of at least one devil's advocate within

the group.

8. The establishment of realistic contingency plans to

guard against illusions of invulnerability and complacency.

9. The scheduling of one additional meeting upon reaching

a consensus to allow each member to play the role of

devil's advocate. (23:262-271) (See Appendix A)

Researchers have noted that some of the symptoms of

groupthink--such as belief in the inherent morality of the

group, evidence of self-censorship, and the illusion of

unaniminity--often operate at a covert level and are,

therefore, difficult to detect. (10:890) An understanding of
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Janis' hypothesis of groupthink is essential to comprehend

the dilemma presented by Jerry B. Harvey in "The Abilene

Paradox".

THE ABILENE PARADOX

In 1974, Jerry B. Harvey published "The Abilene Paradox"

(17:63-80), which is defined as a phenomenon that occurs when

organizations take actions in contradiction to the data they

have for dealing with problems, thus compounding rather than

solving their problems or failing to achieve the very goals

or purposes for which they exist. A major corollary of the

paradox is that "the inability to manage agreement is a major

source of organizational dysfunction." (17:66) Three

examples of the paradox are presented, and five psychological

concepts are used to explain the paradox's logic: Action

Anxiety, Negative Fantasies, Real Risk, Separation Anxiety,

and the Psychological Reversal of Risk and Certainty. The

use of direct confrontation is recommended as a means to cope

with the paradox. The inability to manage agreement is

viewed as a major source of organizational dysfunction. The

reality-confrontation necessary to cope with the effects of

the paradox is viewed as an imperative to successful

organizational decision-making. (17:66)

The Abilene Paradox is presented in the form of a story

about Dr. Harvey's family outing to Abilene.

The July afternoon in Coleman, Texas (population
5,607) was particularly hot--104 degrees as measured by
the Walgreen's Rexal Ex-Lix temperature gauge. In
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addition, the wind was blowJing fine-grained West Texas
topsoil through the house. But the afternoon was still
tolerable--even potentially enjoyable. There was a fan
going on the back porch; there was cold lemonade; and
finally, there was entertainment. Dominoes. Perfect
for the conditions. The game required little more
physical exertion than an occasional mumbled comment,
"Shuffle 'em," and an unhurried movement of the arm to
place the spots in the appropriate perspective on the
table. All in all, it had the makings of an agreeable
Sunday afternoon in Coleman--that is it was until my
father-in-law suddenly said, "Let's get in the car and
go to Abilene and have dinner at the cafeteria."

I thought, "What, go to Abilene? Fifty-three
miles? In this dust storm and heat? And in an
unairconditioned 1958 Buick?"

But my wife chimed in with, "Sounds like a great
idea. I'd like to go. How about you?" Since my own

-preferences were obviously out of step with the rest I
replied, "Sounds good to me," and added, "I just hope
your mother wants to go."

"Of course I want to go," said my mother-in-law.
"I haven't been to Abilene in a long time."

So into the car and off to Abilene we went. My
predictions were fulfilled. The heat was brutal. We
were coated with a fine layer of dust that was cemented
with perspiration by the time we arrived. The food at
the cafeteria provided first-rate testimonial material
for antacid commercials.

Some four hours and 106 miles later we returned to
Coleman, hot and exhausted. We sat in front of the fan
for a long time in silence. Then, both to be sociable
and to break the silence, I said, "It was a great
trip, wasn't it?"

No one spoke.
Finally my mother-in-law said, with some

irritation, "Well, to tell the truth, I really didn't
enjoy it much and would rather have stayed here. I
just went along because the three of you were so
enthusiastic about going. I wouldn't have gone if you
all hadn't pressured me into it."

I couldn't believe it. "What do you mean 'you
all'?" I said "Don't put me in the 'you all' group.
I was delighted to be doing what we were doing. I
didn't want to go. I only went to satisfy the rest of
you. You're the culprits."

My wife looked shocked. "Don't call me a culprit.
You and Daddy and Mama were the ones who wanted to go.
I just went along to be sociable and to keep y.u happy.
I would have had to be crazy to want to go out in heat
like that."
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Her father entered the conversation abruptly.
"Hell!" he said.

He proceeded to expand on what was already
absolutely clear. "Listen, I never wanted to go to
Abilene. I just thought you might be bored. You visit
so seldom I wanted to be sure you enjoyed it. I would
have preferred to play another game of dominoes and eat
the leftovers in the icebox."

After the outburst of recrimination we all sat back
in silence. Here we were, four reasonably sensible
people who, of our own volition, had just taken a
106-mile trip across a godforsaken desert in a
furnace-like temperature through a cloud-like dust
storm to eat unpalatable food at a hole-in-the-wall
cafeteria in Abilene, where none of us had really
wanted to go. In fact, to be more accurate, we'd done
just the opposite of what we wanted to do. The whole
sitt'ation simply didn't make sense. (17:63-65)

Symptoms of the Paradox

"The inability to manage agreement, not the inability to

manage conflict, is the essential symptom that defines

organizations caught in the web of the Abilene Paradox."

(17:66) Six subsystems are identified as indicators of groups

that exhibit the inability to manage agreement:

1. Organization members agree privately as to the
nature of the situation or problem facing the
organization. For example, members of the Abilene
group agreed that they were enjoying themselves
sitting in front of the fan, sipping lemonade, and
playing dominoes.

2. Organization members Igree as
individuals to the steps that would be required to
cope with the situation or problem they face. For
members of the Abilene group, "more of the same" was a
solution that would have adequately satisfied their
individual and collective desires.

3. Organization members fail to accurately
communicate their desires and/or beliefs to one
another. In fact they do just the opposite and thereby
lead one another into misperceiving the collective
reality. Each member of the Abilene group, for
example, communicated inaccurate data to other members
of the organization. The data, in effect, said,
"Yeah, it's a great idea. Let's go to Abilene," when

14



in reality, members of the organization individually
and collectively preferred to stay in Coleman.

4. With such invalid and inaccurate information,
organization members make collective decisions that
lead them to take actions contrary to what they want to

do, and thereby arrive at results that are
counterproductive to the organization's intent and
purposes. Thus, the group went to Abilene when
it preferred to do something else.

5. As a result of taking actions that are
counterproductive, organization members experience
frustration, anger, irritation, and dissatisfaction
with their organization. Consequently, they form
subgroups with trusted acquaintances and blame other
subgroups for the organization's dilemma. Frequently,
they also blame authority figures and one another.

6. If organization members do not deal with the
generic issue--the inability to manage agreement--the
cycle repeats itself with greater intensity. (17:66-67)

Analyzing the Paradox

Paradoxes are interpreted as being what they are because

they are "based on a different logic or rationale from what

we understand or expect." (17:69) An analysis of that logic

can disrupt the paradoxical characteristics of certain

actions and provide alternative means of managing similar

scenarios. A part of the dilemma that plagued the Abilene

travelers was the lack of a good road map or model to

provide "rationality to the paradox." (17:70) Harvey's road

map provides the following landmarks to assist organizations

in managing agreement: (1) Action Anxiety; (2) Negative

Fantasies; (3) Real Risk; (4) Separation Anxiety; and the

Psychological Reversal of Risk and Certainty. (17:70)

1. Action Anxiety says that the reason organization

members take actions in contradiction to their understanding

15



of the organization's problems lies in the intense anxiety

that is created as they think about acting in accordance with

what they believe needs to be done. They opt to endure

professional or economic degradation rather than act in a

manner consistent with what they know needs to be done.

(17:70)

2. Negative Fantasies identify what greater evil awaits

if one were to fail to follow along with a certain group

action. Negative fantasies reinforce action anxiety and

provide individuals with excuses that release them from

responsibility for having to act to solve organizational

problems. (17:71)

3. Real Risk is a fact of life and one's unwillingness

to accept it as one of life's givens may force him to "opt to

take the organization to Abilene rather than run the risk, no

matter how small, of ending up somewhere worse."(17:72)

4. Fear of Separation is manifested in the Abilene

Paradox as the fear of the known. Separation, alienation,

and loneliness are known fears that are conjured up as a

punishment for not going along. "Ostracism is one of the

most powerful punishments that can be devised." (17:72)

5. The Psychological Reversal of Risk and Certainty is a

paradox within a paradox. One frequently fails to take

action in an organizational setting because one fears that

the actions one takes may result in separation from others,

e.g., being labeled disloyal or a non-team player. One's
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unwillingness to take the risk of doing what ought to be done

and thereby virtually ensuring a speedy trip to Abilene and

consequently the separation and aloneness so

feared...transforms what is a probability statement into

what, for all practical purposes, becomes a certainty.

(17:72)

A Possible-Abilene Bypass

"Existential risk is inherent in living, so it is

impossible to provide a map that meets the no-risk criterion,

but it may be possible to describe the route in terms that

make the landmarks understandable and that will clarify the

risks involved." (17:73)

1. An understanding of the relationship between the

victim and victimizer must be understood. Behavior which is

characterized by "blaming and fault-finding is one of the

basic symptoms of organizations that have found their way to

Abilene...."(17:73) "Once a business or government fails to

manage its agreement and arrives in Abilene, all its members

are victims." (17:73) Arguments and accusations at best

become merely symptoms of the paradox and the assignment of

victims and victimizers, at worst, drains energy from

problem-solving efforts to get out of Abilene.

2. Collusion infers that "human problems of the

organization are reciprocal in nature." (17:73) That is, you

cannot have an autocratic boss unless subordinates are

willing to collude with his autocracy. Conversely, you cannot

17
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have "don't rock the boat" subordinates unless the boss is

willing to collude with their "don't rock the boat"

attitudes. "Each person in a self-defeating, Abilene-bound

organization colludes with others, including peers,

superiors, and subordinates, sometimes consciously and

sometimes subconsciously, to create the dilemma in which the

organization finds itself." (17:73)

3. Responsibility for initiating the problem-solving

action rests with the members of the organization itself.

The power to destroy the influence of the paradox comes from

confronting and speaking to the underlying reality of the

situation, and not from one's position within the

organization. Any member who chooses to risk confronting the

reality that the group is having a problem hds tha power to

release the group from the influence of the ]paradox. (17:74)

4. The concept of reality and its relationship to

knowledge precipitates the notion of confrontation as the

process of facing issues directly. The dynamics of the

paradox indicate that members know more about issues

confronting the organiz3tion than they do not know.

"Confrontation becomes the process of facing issues squarely,

openly and directly, in an effort to discover whether the

nature of the underlying collectivc r-ality is agreement or

conflict." (17:74) Change within the organization "may be

facilitated as much by confronting the organization with what
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it knows and agrees upon as by confronting it with what it

doesn't know or disagrees about."(17:75)

Real Conflict and_Phony Conflict

"Real conflict occurs when people have real differences.

Phony conflict, on the other hand, occurs when people agree

on the actions they want to take, and then do the opposite.

Resultant anger, frustration, and blaming behavior generally

termed 'conflict' are not based on real differences. They

stem from the protective reactions that occur when a decision

that no one believed in or was committed to in the first

place goes sour." (17:75) Real conflict exists in

organizations, i.e., people of good will and good judgement

do disagree on key issues. Phoney conflict, i.e., the

blaming behavior which occurs after agreement has been

mismanaged, can lead a good group to Abilene.

Group Tyanny and Conformity

Group tyranny and the resultant individual conformity

generally refers to the coercive effect of group pressures on

the individual. This phenomenon is referred to as

groupthink. An analysis of the dynamics of the Abilene

Paradox explores the possibility that individuals perceive

that they are experiencing the coercive forces of the

organization to conform, when actually they are responding to

the dynamics of mismanaged agreement. (17:75)
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CHAPTER III

CASE STUDY OF THE "CHALLENGER" MISHAP

DIAGNOSING THE PARADOX

To distinguish between an organization that is involved

in a problem of conflict-management and agreement-management,

a preliminary Organization Diagnostic Survey has been

developed. (17:76) Generally, "if the answer to the first

question falls into the 'Characteristic' category and most of

the other answers fall into the category 'not char-

acteristic,' one may be relatively sure the organization is

in a real conflict situation and some sort of conflict man-

agement intervention is in order." (17:76) (See Appendix B)

Coping with the Paradox

Once the scenario has been diagnosed to be the

mismanagement of agreement as described by "The Abilene

Paradox", the most effective form of confrontation is in the

group setting. Working within the context of a group is

important because the dynamics of the Abilene Paradox involve

collusion among group members. An attempt to unravel the

dilemma by working with individuals and small subgroups would

involve further collusion with the dynamics which led to the

paradox in the first place. (17:77)

The first step in solving the dilemma is for whomever

elects to be the "confronter" to own up to his position and

to be open to the feedback he gets. Thie process of owning up
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"lets the others know that he is concerned lest the

organization make a decision contrary to the desires of any

of its members." (17:78)

The process of confrontation usually has results that can

be divided into two categories: technical and existential.

The technical level of results may very well be absurdly

simple and quick. The solution may seem impossible as "most

of us have been trained to believe that the solution to

conflict requires a long, arduous process." (17:78)

Debates about technology, personalities and/or administrative

approaches may very well be the basis for creativity in

organizational problem solving. The existential results find

that psychological success and failure apparently are

divorced from what is traditionally accepted in organizations

as criteria for success and failure. The willingness to

accept risks of being fired for being another "boat rocker"

in the organization is deemed to be worth it. (17:78-79)

THE SPACE SHUTTLE "CHALLENGER" ACCIDENT

The flight of "Challenger" began at 1138 on 28 January

1986 and ended 78 seconds later. While traveling at Mach 1.92

and at an altitude of 46,000 feet, "Challenger" was totally

enveloped in an explosive burn. All seven of the crew members

perished in the mishap. (62:19,21)

The decision to launch "Challenger" was flawed. Those

who made that decision disregarded the history of mechanical

problems concerning 0-rings and structural joints of the
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spacecraft, were unaware of the initial written

recommendation of the contractor advising against the launch

at temperatures below 53 degrees Fahrenheit; and ignored the

continuing opposition of the engineers to launch after

management reversed its position. Management did not have a

clear understanding of the builder's concern that it was not

safe to launch because of ice on the pad. If the

decision-makers had incorporated all of the facts into the

decision-making process, it is highly unlikely that they

would have decided to proceed with the launch. (62:82)

The Report to the President by the Presidential

Commission on the Space Shuttle Challenger Accident examined

the chain of decisions that culminated in approval of the

launch. The Commission concluded that the decision-making

process was flawed. Researchers revealed failures in

communication that resulted in a decision to launch based on

incomplete and sometimes misleading information, a conflict

between engineering data and management judgments, and a

National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA)

management structure that permitted internal flight safety

problems to bypass key managers. (62:82)

The Shuttle Flight Readiness Review is a carefully
planned, step-by-step activity designed to certify the
readiness of all components of the Space Shuttle assembry.
The process is focused on the Level I Flight Readiness
eview, held approximately two weeks before a launch.

The process begins at Level IV with the contractors
formally certifying--in writing--the flight readiness of the
elements for which they are responsible. Certification is
made to the appropriate Level III NASA project managers at
Johnson and Marshall Space Flight Centers. Additionally, at
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